The impact of specialization of hospitals on patient access to care; a queuing analysis with an application to a neurological hospital.
We study the impact of specialization on the operational efficiency of a multi-hospital system. The mixed outcomes of recently increasing hospital mergers and system re-configuration initiatives have raised the importance of studying such organizational changes from all the relevant perspectives. We consider two configuration scenarios for a multi-hospital system. The first scenario assumes that all the hospitals in the system are general, which implies they can provide care to all types of patients. In the alternative configuration, we specialize each hospital in certain level of care, which means they serve only specific types of patients. By considering an extensive number of possible settings for a multi-hospital system, we characterize the situations in which one scenario outperforms the other in terms of extending access of patients to care. Our results show that whenever the percent of patients with shorter length of stay in the system increases, specialization of healthcare services can maximize the accessibility of care. Also, if the patient load is balanced between all hospitals in the system, it seems more likely that all hospitals benefit from specialization. We conclude that the strategic decision of designing a multi-hospital system requires careful consideration of patient mix among arrivals, relative length of stay of patients, and distribution of patient load between hospitals.